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OLD ENGLISH LITERATURE. 

The Life and Times of Alfred the Great, Being 
the Ford Lectures for 1901. By Charles 
Plummer, M. A., Fellow and Chaplain of 
Corpus Christi College, Oxford. With an 
Appendix. Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1902. 
8vo, pp. xi + 232. 

When Pauli published his Konig Aelfred in 
1851, he commented with some severity upon the 
lack at so late a date of a satisfactory biography 
of Alfred. Just fifty years elapsed between the 
appearance of Pauli's work and the presentation 
of the lectures which are collected in Mr. Plum- 
mer's volume, and although a number of works 
have treated Alfred's life during that time, the 
popular character of the majority of these makes 
the later study scarcely less important than the 
earlier. 

Mr. Plummer begins with the warning that it is 
unlikely that he will be able " to offer anything 
very new or original " in such a well-worked field, 
but adds that he hopes at least to tell only what is 
" approximately true." That as much cannot be 
claimed for most of the recent works upon Alfred, 
the author shows by a few citations from these 
products of what he names the recent " boom in 
things Alfredian." 

The present work may be considered as falling 
into three parts : the treatment of the sources of 
Alfred's life; the account of his reign; and the 
discussion of his literary works. Of these the first 
gives the author the greatest opportunity for 
original treatment, and forms perhaps the most 
interesting portion of the whole work. Here the 
long-fought battle which, since the primary attack 
of Thomas Wright, has been waged over the 
authenticity of Asser's Life of Alfred will doubtless 
be considerably affected by Mr. Plummer's belief 
in the biographer's integrity. 

The defenders of Asser had not before this been 
convincing in their reasoning. Pauli's reply to 
Wright was very inadequate, and with his too 
great respect for the text of Asser constitutes one 
of the chief faults of his work. Lappenberg, Lin- 
gard, Clifford, and Sir Frederick Pollard have also 
at different times argued for Asser's integrity, but 



it may be questioned whether they were successful 
in answering the attacks of Wright and of 
Howorth. Mr. Plummer examines the question 
in a far more thorough manner than has been 
attempted by any of the preceding investigators. 
Many of their arguments are, of course, adopted, 
but in addition to these are some important con- 
tributions original with the present author. Of 
particular importance is the suggestion that in the 
passage which tells of Alfred's visit to the shrine 
of St. Neot the wholly irrelevant words " suble- 
vatus est " are the result of incorporation into the 
text of the gloss of a later scribe, and that these 
words referred to the removal of the saints' body 
from Cornwall to Huntingdonshire. If this sup- 
position is correct, the original Life must have 
been written previous to the translation of the 
saint which is known to have taken place about 
975. Such an early date is strong evidence for 
Asser's authenticity. 

From the investigation of the author's language, 
style, and knowledge of Welsh affairs Mr. Plum- 
mer concludes that the Life must have been written 
by a native of that country. The contradictory 
story of Alfred's sickness, which has aroused much 
ingenious explanation, is, he thinks, the result of 
the combination of two different versions. Mr. 
Plummer's conclusion is expressed in the following 
words : 

" On the whole, then, Asser iB an authority to be 
used with criticism and caution; partly because 
we have always to be alive to the possibility of 
interpolation, partly because the writer's Celtic 
imagination is apt to run away with him. But 
that there is a nucleus which is the genuine work 
of a single writer, a South Walian contemporary 
of Alfred, I feel tolerably sure, and I know no 
reason why that South Walian contemporary should 
not be Asser of Menevia." 

Such a judgment^ reinforced as it is by the similar 
opinion of Mr. W. H. Stevenson, whose edition of 
Asser is now in preparation for the Clarendon 
Press, may be regarded as the final one upon this 
difficult question. 

In that part of the present work which deals 
with Alfred's life and reign the usual facts are 
presented in a clear and interesting manner. The 
explanation of the famous crux by which the Life 
declares Alfred to have been " illiterates " at 
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twelve years of age is doubtless correct. This 
certainly refers to his ignorance of Latin. Much 
less certain is the author's conviction that the 
view that Athelwold put aside Osburgha to marry 
Judith should be dismissed as "an abominable 
theory." The eulogy of Alfred's fame is, however, 
by no means indiscriminate. Thus the often- vaunted 
claim that Alfred founded the English navy is 
very properly regarded as doubtful. Another 
point which arouses the author's incredulity is 
Asser's account of Alfred's three-fold division of 
time, in regard to which he concludes that the 
biographer was here " attacked by an acute fit of 
imagination." 

The latter part of the work is given to a con- 
sideration of Alfred's literary productions. Mr. 
Plummer regards the Orosius as earlier than the 
Bede, and the latter as certainly Alfredian. He 
is doubtful as to the relation of Alfred to the 
Paris Psalter, but seems inclined to suppose him 
unconnected with it. 

Mr. Plummer has not changed the easy style of 
personal address in which these lectures were first 
delivered, and which will make the present volume 
acceptable to a large circle of readers. At the 
same time his numerous foot-notes testify to the 
exact and careful manner in which this excellent 
study is prepared. 



L. Wabdlaw Miles. 



Johns Hopkins University. 



ITALIAN LITERATURE. 

Una Questione d' Amove, by Pto Rajna. (Estratto 
della "Raccolta di Studii Critici dedicata 
ad Alessandro D'Ancona festeggiandosi il xl 
Anniversario del suo Insegnamento," pp. 553- 
568.) Firenze, Barbera, 1901. 

The pages 36-37 of Vol. xxxi of the Romania 
(Pio Rajna: Le Questioni oVAmore net Filoeolo) 
contain but a brief resume * of the treatment of 
the detached episode which was previously pub- 

1 "Io non ho qui se non da ripresentare in forma suc- 
cinta e con di verso congegno cose gift da me dette." 



lished in the collective volume offered to Professor 
D'Ancona in 1901. I am fully convinced that in 
America as well as in Europe festival collective 
publications are not always placed within reach 
of the various readers of scientific reviews. Any 
one who wishes, in perusing Professor Rajna's 
recent masterly study in the Romania, to inquire 
more profoundly into the intrinsic details which 
were summed up there in order to trace the origin 
of the first of the thirteen love-questions contained 
in Boccaccio's Filoeolo, might be deprived of a 
fitting opportunity to do so. I therefore believe 
that I shall render a not wholly superfluous, 
though modest service to American readers of the 
Romania if I here attempt to disentangle once 
more the various threads of those cobweb results, 
due to the marvelous handling of the genetical 
method, which represents perhaps the principal 
characteristic of the genius of the eminent Italian 
scholar. 

The first love-debate of the Filoeolo treats of a 
young woman who, being entreated to mark her 
preference for one of her two lovers, crowns the 
head of the one with her own wreath of flowers, 
whilst hurrying to adorn herself afresh with the 
garland snatched from the other. Professor Rajna 
chooses to turn our attention to the Ba/toXwuwca of 
Giamblico and to the episode related by Chirio 
Fortunaziano in the first book of his Arte Rettoriea. 
In Giamblico the love tokens amount to the num- 
ber of three because there are three rivals to be 
taken into consideration. The first receives the cup 
from which his love had been drinking, the second 
her wreath of flowers, the third a kiss. Fortu- 
naziano but reverses the order of the love tokens : 
the first lover is embraced, the second receives 
residuum poeulum, the third is crowned. With 
Savaric de Mauleon we encounter quite different 
marks of affection: 1. an amorous look. 2. a 
tender pressure of the hand. 3. of the foot Must 
this substitution needs be ascribed to the obser- 
vance of reality? Professor Rajna thinks not. 
The multiplicity of love tokens enumerated by 
leidorus, Origines (i 25, 26) comprises two which 
Nevio has in common with Savaric : the tender 
pressure of the foot and the amorous winking. 
Besides, Isidorus in the same place quotes Sol., 
Prov. (vi 13) : " annuit ocolo, terit pede, digito 



